DOCUHENT BESOHE 



BD 101 252 



C6 009 522 



AOTHOR 
TITLE 

POB DATE 
MOTE 



EDRS PRICE 
DESCRIPTORS 



Hill, Hichatl K. ; Kahn, Arnold 

Physical Attractl?ene8s and Proililty in the 

Attribution of Success. 

Hay 7a 

15p«; Pap«r presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
Midwestern Psychological Association (Chicago, 
Illinois, Hay 1974) 

MF-$0.76 HC-$1.58 PLOS POSTAGE 

♦Affective Behavior; Behavior Pattexns; ^Distance; 
*Fesales; ^Physical Characteristics; Research 
Projects; Speeches; ^Success Factors; Task 
perforiance 



ABSTRACT 

This study assessed attributions sade to an 
attractive or unattractive person who took either a proiisal or 
distal seating position following task perforiance. Greater 
attributions of success were sade to an attractive person, regardlesi 
of the proiiiity, which suggests pervasive influence of physical 
attractiveness on attributions in behnvioral situations. (Author) 
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The experimental analysis of the attribution process lias 
recently attempted to specify the conditions under which 
air*>rc;nt variables become salient to the percelver. This 
study manipulated two salient Vc^rlables, physical attractlve- 
ne::r and proximity, both of which are clearly Immediately 
obvious to an observer, ^hlle previous research has estab- 
llehe'l thnt each of these variables yields predictable 
attributions In Isolation, no previous study has looked a| 
I.dV-. variables simultaneously in an actual beliavloral context. 

As early as 1921, Perrln found that the physical char- 
acteristics of a given individual contribute significantly 
to differential responses made to that person, A host of 
oth.^r investlcators (Hollinsworth, H, L,, 1922; Hollingv/orth, 
L.S., 1935; Holmes and Hatch, 1938; Mohr, 1932; Rokeach, 19^3) 
have correlated physical attractiveness with other variables. 
All concur In the conclusion tl'iet level of physical appeal 
exerts a strong Influence on the qualities attributed to a 
person. 

However, only recently have investigators turned their 
.attention to experimental analyses of the effects of physical 
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attractiveness. Miller (1970a) had subjects of both sexes 
record their Impressions of photographed persons on the 
Adjective Preference Scale (Jackson & Mlnton, 1963)« He 
found slcnlflcant effects on 15 of the 1? dimensions for both 
male and female Judges. Specifically, Miller consistently 
found the unattractive person consigned to the negative or 
undesirable portion of the scale, while the highly attractive 
perron was perceived positively. In a later study. Miller 
(1970b) was able to show that physically attractive persons 
wero likely to be seen as masters of their own fate, as 
people vjho behave from their own volition; whereas unattractive 
persons were likely to be seen as Influenced by others or 
thR enviornment . 

On the tasls of these data, Berscheld and Walster (197^) 
conclude. th?it the perception of a stimulus person's level of 
physical appeal should affect the kinds of Inferences people 
mnl<e about the motivation underlying the person's acts. This 
hypothesis was addressed by both Dion, Berscheld, and Walster 
{197Z) ir^n'i Landy and Sigall (197^). The results of the Dion 
et nl. study show thrt for both sex Judges, attractive 
IntUvldualc were jud/^ed to be more socially desirable than 
unattractive persons. Lendy and Sigall (197^) had male subjects 
rate essays written by either a physically attractive or 
unattractive female. Their results show that the greater the 
level, o** the writer's physical appeal, the higher the rating . 
of the essay, thus confirming the What-Is-Bcautlful-Is-Good 
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thesis in a person perception framework. However, to date no 
stu'^y has tested the efficiency of tho Beauty-Is-Good thesis 
by asking subjects to make behavioral predictions In face-to- 
face Interaction. 

Physical attractiveness Is an Immediately obvious variable; 
It Is present from the beginning of any face-to-face encounter. 
Proximity of a person to a given stimulus object Is also an 
l! mediately obvious event. That proximity does indeed affect 
attributions made about the stimulus person has been prevslously 
demonstrated in two seperate contexts. Argyle and Dean (I965) 
found that r large distance* be t*een two individuals Implied a 
negative affect. Oonversly, a small distance should imply a 
positive affect. Dif f«r*^ntlal distances between a person and a 
stimulus object should likewise imply affect differences. 
Little, Conley, and Kahn (1973) did find that low status 
subjects tended to sit further from an "art object" than 
subjects given higher status. This lends credence to the 
arpumptlon that persons experiencing prior suocesc in a given 
context Villi tend to approach tlriat situation, while persons 
experlonclnp: prior non-success will tend to avoid that situa- 
tion. This line of reasoning becomes more valid if one 
assumes that previous success is relnforcelng and prevloas 
non-success if non-re Inforoeing. The relevant research on 
proxlnlcs lends cradence to this line of reasoning (Hall, 1959 1 
19^^9; Mehrablan, i^Zi Sommor, 1969) • In fact, Mehrablan 
(1972) found that subjects interpreted close proximity to 
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(Tlven situation as showing a positive attitude toward that 
situation. Prom this, he concluded that adults may Infer 
attitude variations from contrasts In Immediacy. Thus, when 
viewing a person In a proximal relationship with a given 
situation, we would tend to Infer preference for and success 
In that situation. When viewing a person In a distal relation- 
ship v'ith a given situation we would Infer a non-preference for 
and non-succesG In that situation. 

In this experiment both physical attractiveness of a 
confederfi^te, and her proximity to an ability related stimulus 
object were Independently manipulated In a faoe-to-face 
behavioral setting. The specific hypotheses tested wereJ 
1. Subjects wllL precel.ve the stimulus person as being more 

successful when she was highly physically attractive than 

when Rhe was highly physically unattractive. 
?.. The stimulus pemon will be attributed greater success 

when sitting closest to an ability related stimulus object 

(maximally proximal) then when sitting far away from the 

object (maximally distal). 
3. Attractiveness of the stimulus person and proximity to the 

object will interact such that those high in physical appeal 

and maximally proximal will be perceived as the most 

successful, and those low in attractiveness and maximally 

distal as the lea53t successful. 
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aub.lects 

Subjeotp were 72 female students from the Introductory 
Psychology olassess at Iowa State University, All participants 
received class credit for their participation* 

Procedure 

Subjects were run In groups of three with a fem£ile con- 
foderatfi planted In the group. The confederate was trained 
to participate as the fourth member of an "aesthetic appre- 
cl?«tlon" iTroup. The confederate was r^ade to appear either 
physically attractive (nicely dressed, hair attractively 
nir.ti. -up, and make-up tastefully applied) or physically unat- 
tiactivr (sloppily dressed, hair uncombed, excessive make-up 
carclescly applied, and a plllov) as used to obtain a "tummy** 
effect). The three subjects and confederate were ushered into 
the czperliDental room as a group. 

After corapletlor. of biographical date sheets, subjects- 
were told that the experiment was concerned with assessing 
aesthetic appreciation among the general population. The 
exp^-rlment consisted of two parts, music appreciation and 
art appreciation. The music appreciation portion consisted 
of I. tope recording cf computer generated random noises. After 
tht tape was played, subjects completed questionnaires 
concerning their reactions to the music. Each group vras told 
that their Judgements were being compared to the Judgements 
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m£\d« by graduate students In art and music. After completion 
of these music ratings, the group was then randomly assigned 
to one of three proximity conditions (Near/Par/No Proximity 
Information) vilthin each attractiveness condition. 
Near Condition In this condition, the experimenter explained 
that the second portion of the experiment (art appreciation) 
was held in an ajolning room and they could now go there. 
As the subjects left the room, the confederate delayed her- 
self in order to arrive last in the second room. A covered 
**ff>Tt object" was situated in the middle of the room, with three 
chalrn placed in a semi-circle around the object (average 
distance^ one foot). The subjects seated themselves in these 
chf iro. The confederate, who was late, was forced to bring a 
chnir from the side of tne room which she placed as close to 
':ht; art object as she could (approx. distance- 4 in.), clearly 
closer than the naive subject. After the confederate was 
ceated, the experimenter gave the rational for the interpersonal 
evaluations. After oorapletion of the evaluation forms, the 
gr n'.p war; informed that the experiment was over and all subjects 
v;pTc c'ebricfed. 

Far Cone? it ion This condition duplicated the Near condition 
except thnt tne confederate placed herself as far removed from 
the art object as the room allowed (approx. distances 3?? ft.), 
cl'^irly nora distant than the naive subject. All instructions 
v;cre the same as in the near ondltlon. 
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No Proximity Information Condition In this condition, the 
experlwonter explained that he wanted the Interpersonal 
evaluations before going on to the art appreciation portion. 
Thus, these subjects never left the first room. All further 
Instructions were Identical to both previous groups. 
Interpersonal Evaluations 

Bach subject was asked to make Interpersonal evaluations 
on each of the other three subjects In the group. This was 
explained by reference to the common sense notion that 
aesthetic appreciation and social perception were highly 
related and thus, to look at one, we need to look at tho 
other, 4 

Subjects were given a number, with the confederate always 
receiving number one. All subjects were given Identical forms 
to complete. 

Measures were taken from the Interpersonal evaluations 
the subjects made on the confederate only. The first four 
scales vrere seven-point Llkert scales anchored on the 
extroTncs, These questions werei 

1, How well do you believe this person performed on the first 
task? 

2, How well do you believe this person will perform on the 
next task? 

3, How much would you like to work on a similar task with this 
person? 
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4* How much viould you like to work on a dissimilar task with 

this person? 

Values assigned were from -3 to +3 with a zero midpoint; 
the more positive the score the higher the evaliation. Each 
scale was analysed seperately. The fifth scale was a seven- 
polrt scale designed to «€rve as the manipulation check, '^he 

scale asked I 

5, In relation to others you know, how attractive do you find 
this person? 

Values assigned were from -3 .(Last 5^ in attractiveness on 
Carapus) to +3 (Top 5% in attractiveness on Campus). 

Results 

Manipulation Check 

To analyze the manipulation check, all proximity conditions 
were collasped within each attractiveness condition. Results 
shov thot there was a significent difference on perceived 
attractiveness (F^^^^ (1.66)« 6o.^62, p^ .0001) with the 
attractive confederate seen as reliably more attractive tiian 
the unattractive confederate. These data can be seen in Table 
1. 

Dependent Measure 

Table 1 also presents the means and tests of significance 
for the four dependent measures. As can be seen from the 
table, in no case does the proximity manipulation or the inter- 
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ftctlon tern approach significance, although the means are 
in the predicted direction. The attractiveness manipulation, 
however, is significant in all conditions (£ minimuni ^ ,04) 
with all means In the predicted direction. 

Discussion 

Prior to this experiment, the Beauty-Is-Qood stereotype has 
been investigated only in a person perception framework. In 
other Kords, subjects were asked to make attributions about 
hypothetical others;. This experiment, on the other hand, asked 
subjects to make specific attributions to a real person in a 
behsvloral setting. The fact that attributions under these 
circumstances are in line with the Beauty-Is-Good hypothesis 
lenris considerabel support to Dion, Berscheld, and Walster's 
(197?) contention that we manifest stereotypical attitudes In 
our ai-triiutions. 

The total absence of effects due to proximity is interesting, 
.it no tine was tht main effect for proximity or the interaction 
sl.'-rn If leant, although the means are in the ai-propriete direction. 
There are several possible explanations for this finding. One 
lies In the constraints Imposed by the size of the room used 
in the present study. It may well be that manipulations of 
proximity were simply not observable or salient to the subject. 
Unfortunately, there Is no poEsibility of either accepting or 
rejoctln.r this hypothesis, since peropetions of closeness 
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would have been difficult to plausibly aEse^ss, A second 
explanation lies In a consideration of the power of the 
Beauty-Is-Good thesis. Quite simply • the manipulation of 
physical attractiveness may have been strong enough to totally 
obscure the proximity effect. If this explanation were 
accurate, considerable support could be mustered for the 
Deauty-Is-Good thesis. Finally, It may be arGUed that, unlike 
physical attractiveness, proximity effects have no baselines 
from which the subject can make comparaslons. In other words, 
we may know very well what is attractive or unattractive, and 
hasod on this Information, attribute differential characteris- 
tics. However, vfe may not know what is near or far in a given 
situation. Thus, proximity, while perceived, could not have 
teen interpreted by the .subject. 

This study and others have adequately demonstrated that 
physical attractiveness is a variable of tremendlous impact. 
The absolute value our culture places upon physical appeal is 
clearly evident in beauty contests, advertizing, and cos- 
metology. In this culture, beauty is equated with goodness, 
suc':;ess, and happine.is. In short, attractive people are viewed 
as doing good things. . 

One of the more interesting aspects of this study is the 
fact th£\t It Investifeated the interaction of two stereotypes 
in a person perception paradigm. Historically, the study of 
attrlbu'-lon has proceeded from a unldetermlnent franework. 
Houcver, as Brown (I965) has argued, the percelver Is processing 
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a myriad of Information at any one time. Thus, In order to 
equate the labratory v/lth the real world, multl-detcrmlnent 
at-.trlbutlon paradigms should be designed to assess possible 
Interaction effects. 



Table 1 

Mean Scores for Attractiveness and Proximity Conditions 



Condition 



Question Number 



Proximity 


1 


2 


3 


4 


5 


Near 


1.375 


1.458 


.750 


.1667 


.4167 


Far 


1.000 


1.042 


.000 


.0833 


.792 


No Information 


.7917 


.750 


.083 


.542 


.625 


I? 


1.0531 


1.437 


1.898 


.6362 


.7522 


P 


n.s* 


n.s. 


n.s. 


n.s. 


n.s. 


Physical Attractiveness 












Attractive 


1.472 


1.444 


.7778 


.7222 


1.583 


Unattractive 


.6389 


.722 


.222 


.1944 


-0.361 


P 


6.282 


4.437 


8.426 


6.726 


60.426 




.014 


.04 


.005 


.01 


.0001 



Questions 

1. How well do you believe this person performed on the first 
task? Not well at all Very well 

2. How well do you believe this person will perform on the next 
task? Not well at all Very well 

3. How much would you like to work on a similar task with this 
person? Not at all Very much 

4. How much would you like to work on a dissimilar task with 
this person? Not at all Very much 

5. In relation to others you know, how attractive do you find 
this person? Last 5% on Campus Top 5% on Campus 



Vi 
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